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4 Children’s Literature Association Quarterly, Vol. 21, No. 1, 1996

Young Adult Literature Evades the Theorists

by Caroline Hunt

Adolescent literature has been “coming of age” for over
a quarter of a century if you count from The Pigman and The
Outsiders, more than half a century if you count from Seven-
teenth Summer. Beginning in 1992-93, this coming of age has
been marked by quasi-official rites of passage—such as a
widespread acceptance of the grown-up name “young adult™;
commemorative issues of English Journaland Journalof Youth
Services in Libraries; and individual articles in other journals.
As Richard Peck points out, young adult literature has become
“3 second-generation literature now for the children of our
first readers” (19). Other acts of recognition range from the
positive (increased speculation about whether a canon of
young adult literature can, or does, exist) to the pessimistic,
exemplified by Marc Aronson’s “The YA Novel Is Dead and
Other Fairly Stupid Tales.” The field is mature in some ways—
here I use the word “mature” as we might speak of a “mature
economy”—but unstable or regressive in others.

As the literature has developed, so has the study of that
literature. (In reviewing its history, I deal primarily with fiction
because recent theory about children’s literature centers on
fiction.) I suggest that the study of “adolescent” literature has
developed in a rather different way from that of children’s
literature in general, and that one result of its peculiar devel-
opment has been a striking lack of theoretical criticism.

The first problem is that virtually no theorctical criticism
attaches to young adult literature as such. Theorists in the
wider field of children’s literature often discuss young adult
titles without distinguishing them as a separate group and
without, therefore, indicating how theoretical issues in young
adult literature might differ from those in literature for younger
children. Important critical books of the 1980s take it for
granted that young adult books and books for younger
children are essentially alike. Jacqueline Rose’s The Case of
Peter Pan; or The Impossibility of Children’s Fiction (1984)
does not treat young adult titles as in any way unlike those for
younger children, and neither does Juliet Dusinberre’s Alice
to the Lighthouse: Children’s Books and Radical Experimentsin
Art (1987). Zohar Shavit, in Poetics of Children’s Literature
(1986), similarly considers juvenile literature as more or less
unified and does not separate works for the upper age ranges.

Moving into the 1990s, one can sce theorists noting some
key distinctions; still, they do not, on the whole,addressyoung
adult books separately. Sometimes they do not address them
at all. The concept of the child employed in Peter Hunt’s
Criticism, Theory, and Children’s Literature (1991) clearly
describes a preadolescent being; Hunt cites Nicholas Tucker’s
list of the characteristics of children, including “spontaneous
play, receptivity to the prevailing culture, physiological con-

straints (children are generally smaller and weaker), and sexual
immaturity (which implies that certain concepts are not
immediately relevant to them)” (57, my italics). Accordingly,
most of Hunt’s examples are from the mid-range of children’s
books—for readers past the toddler years but not yet in their
teens. This schema has the merit of consistency (and impliesa
distinction between children and adolescents) but appears to
exclude any systematic examination of young adult books.

John Stephens, in Language and Ideology in Children’s
Fiction (1992), covers a broader age range, including a
number of young adult texts: Jan Needle’s My Mate Shofig,
Robert Cormier’s After the First Death, and books by Rose-
mary Sutcliff, Ursula LeGuin, and Cynthia Voigt. Stephens
shows his awareness of age differences in a brilliant account of
ideological manipulation in picture books for younger read-
ers; however, he pays specific attention to differences at the
upper end of the age line only occasionally, as when he states
that traditional values in Leon Garfield occur “in a context
which renders them contingent. . . . especially . . . in Garfield’s
novels for older readers” (230, my italics).

Perry Nodelman, too, lumps young adult books in with
other children’s books in the first edition of The Pleasures of
Children’s Literature (1992); the only section to address these
books specifically deals with problem novels such as those of
Judy Blume (200-2), and the bibliographical appendix lists a
few young adult items as a subset of “Kinds of Children’s
Fiction” (243-44). Like Stephens, Nodelman shows else-
where in the book, and especially in discussing picture books,
that he is well aware of differences between age groups. Unlike
the previous critics, Nodelman makes explicit his belief that,
for theoretical purposes, there is no need to regard young
adult books as a separate categorys his revised edition (1996)
confronts this problem directly, while allowing for the possi-
bility that others may differ:

Many people disagree with my contention . . . that
youngadult fiction is merely a subgenre of children’s
literature. I’ve been told that I ought not to have
even mentioned young adult literature in a book
about children’s literature. As a kind of writing
intended for teenagers, a group of people quite
different from younger children, young adult
literature [appears to some people to be]a completely
different kind of writing, with its own distinctive
characteristics. (191-92)

Nodelman then suggests that readers compare several young
adult novels to some with “similar characters or situations but
intended for younger children” (192). Though ostensibly a

© 1996 Children’s Literature Association




‘191 33ed uo (uosso) Funuep e uunp) sspy a1seyd E JO SISIS
-Uod ,UONdE,, SHUEWOI QU I ‘QWIOY WIOL Aeme Jowwms
s 8 3unod premyme ue jo ore1 Jurureyd S| up dIssepd
SAMYM g F 210§2q reak o3 paysnqnd ‘spy 290 spymo) w35 291
$.Z]01§ ATy woy SN 3138 M 121SIS J9P[O I3y Ing ‘sIPEIIP
10§ 31 pakofus aaey UIPIYD se (ZSET) 92M 522101409 Kofud
Aew 19pead-puod3s y "uIpMIYd 193unoA 10§ surediayunod no
uey ARyms a10w |, 33ep,, 01 sY00q IMpe Junok sasnes sreak
28eu233 93 JO 95UIISIUBAD AIdA Y1 JY] ST INSST PTL[AI Y
¢ PAMIIADI 10 INOQE UdTIUM SULq 10U 21 SIA[IYS 210ISY0Oq Y3
U0 3503 pUE ‘sIA[3Ys 3101S]00q Y1 UO JOU IE INOJE UM
PUE pama1ad 3uraq s300q Impe SunoA a3 ‘Loys uj ‘sioyne
PaysIqeIsa-flam mdj e 4q sopn aydnmu 3q 01 APy 1€ 2191
‘pearsut {(1aim 1re3s 0 J3[[ews Yanw st uond>3s Impe Junok sy
311 198 A 10j BULMO[TE UIAI) UONIIAS S UIIP[IYD Y3 UI Uel
uon>3s ympe Sunok o ux paruasaidar dre sioyIne enprarpur
Iamdj Iej ‘uonippe U] "saAN I[BUIS JIAOIPIEY UO IJBIUIIUOD
01 puUd) $DINOS FUIMOIAII PIEPUEIS I SB ‘SMIIAII OU 1O
M3 5q Aew 219y | *sa1195 03 BU0]2q AUE "UONIIS S, USIP[IYD I3
ut ueys drow rej—sydeqiaded reurduo se pansst are sopn 3mpe
Sunof Auepy “sy10M STYI MOY [€9431 [[Un 21015300 UTeYd Aue
0111sIA 7 "saure1qy] 03 sofes 10§ sdeyrad 3daoxa ‘owardns suBias
Ayuemdod yeq suesw 1omod sy, *sY00q umo ;Y Anq UdAd
J0 1335 ued> sympe FunoL ‘syuared Yamm woYl 399735 sdeyaad
Jo ‘sjuared £q wap 10§ yBnoq sy0oq aaey ‘sauo IoFunoL
Afreradss ‘uarppy) “sonsst suentodun jo soqumnu e sasod Fur
-IIERy Iy3noq sre Lo( moy ‘yueniodu J10w ‘pue—pjos pue
pazpHQnd I 00 MOY SUIIDUOD IINTEINN SUIIP[IYD pue
ympe Sunok usamiaq 5ua1RYIP ofews jo Jutod Is1g oy,
"SISO Uey wsp
-DUD (2121093 §53] passewre sey Junum sfrusan{ Jo youeiq
sTq3 Aym uredxs 01 djay s1omsue oy ] *(moy pue) syooq 3say3
INOQE $AUM PUE SIYIEI] OYM “IsB[ ‘pUe ‘sjoot]ds pue sa3o[j0d
ut pauasaid are $Y00q Y1 MOY  ‘SIISSED,, dWOIIq $Y00q
JeyMm QAISUJIP Y3 UO W Yonw os puads sY00q syl s
paajoaut 3[doad Aym ‘pjos are sY00q Y3 I3YyM :003 ISNIRW
suonsanb 35313 39X “snowqo ssa| are—dysrejoyds armyesaln
ympe 3unoA Jo yamoid a3 pue ‘sasmod sxmyersyr] Impe Juno
‘uoures i ‘dryssosuad ‘Sunajrew—soidol aay Ixou AW
"UNUAM U32q 194 pey Impe unoL [fed> mou am Jeyd
$J00q Y1 JO MY A19A ‘696 ‘IMILIA] S, USIP[IYD UO SUOISSIS
aaey 01 Uedsq uonenossy fenJue WIPoOW Sy3 UIYM TeL
343 uf "32ep 91 AON “(FF1) «P31250 Jur2q 2194 P[3Y 3 UY
$ISIN0D ‘GYGT UL " * * P[3Y SeM SINILIINI] S USIP[IYD UO JEUTWIS
[VIW] 3813 3y1 210§2q,, 181 saj0u Joyumy 2y ‘ddueidadde
Buiured st pue  3s5usdsajope 11 y3noys passed sey uaIppmyd
10J eI ‘UoNINIISUL JOJ IXAIQuS B SE, JeYl SIAIISQO
I3[peg ‘sasanod enide Jo ASAmMS Y1 O UOHINPORUT STy U]
Apreau yutod 1a33e] ST sayew “Io[pes uud|D) £q paNpa (Z661)
5924n055Y KBOGOYPIq SInSST 2an3viaty] susappyd Fusgovay
P3p1 JwnjoA uorepossy dFenSue WIPOR Y “UODeUTEXd
sreredds 105 3 yoep Arenperd Auo pue ssep su unpm
a1us3qns e Juuspisuod 4q urdaq sonud ‘001 ‘Afreaid $suo 1apjo

ue UeY) ATEIUSWWOD SSI] INIIE [[im sKedh LAYy 03 2ay-Liuamy
10§ pa1sixa sey Jeyy a1uadqns Are1a e ‘A[snonqQ PRy Inpe
SunoA sy ur L1051 Jo L&ardreds sanepar sy3 uodn Apdanp reaq
yi0q pue ‘qusredde Anipeas ore syutod snowasad sys jo yrog
“Jawng 03 yoeq [2a0u 3mpe Junok s jo
surduo ay1 ysnd 03 Aem ou st 212y |, a13ymds> ueyy adorng pue
eXUDWY YUON Ul PaYOuanud AJully arow yonu st pue 3dasuod
U923 AppAnepa1 B Jposu st ‘vonermews jo pouad paguojoxd
e se ‘aduddsdope ey sy Awefjorod juenodun uy (sapssing
941 ) S096T 98] 33 ‘A[PANCUIANE ‘10 (Lommung ¢11221%343g ) T Teps
PHOM 210§3q surdaq A103a1ed o1eredas e se srnesany ympe Sunok
jeq s25933ns A[snowas ‘mouny I se Jej se ‘ouo ou Ing " Jowng Ioj
58] Y I,, Ul S3WH JUIDUE 03 Yorq 33ep 343 saysnd swrepy ueio)
pue Sy0g ssaqvg i 10 ‘sueynaqezijg oY) Jo ‘Aemoue( sowe(
01 )9eq 03 SIIYIO Uammung 41123u243g 310§q SIEIK parpuny oml
‘A15qMIN UYO[ M 1rels saTeWNSI AUBRy ‘SILMIUID 10f punore
U23q sey ‘sIsuds SNOLeA Ul ‘UIP[TYd JOJ,, d1IeINr] (*3dueIsur
10J ‘uondy 25u3aS Jo Ised [ofered P I5pIsU0)) ‘palrers 198
01 WISHOLD SNOLIAS J0J [Ty € sayel I ‘wdqoid oy spunodwiod
A103a3e> Impe Junok o Jo yINOA daner a1 ‘puodag
"$1X33 2y1>ads jo JusunEIn [ENUAISYIP 10§ J0/puE uon
-exedas sty uo uoruido o $ADUIIIYIP J0j MO[[e UBW[IPON PUe
suaydaig ySnoyz—uaipyiyo cafunok 4of 2un1v.a11y wmosf 11v4ndss
Burgroueos sv 24n1v42381 3inpy Funok qusas sypap prasf g1 us 15040901
4ofvw 31Fuss v j0u e S1 ‘G661 01 0861 woy pouad reaf
-U22yY Y3 1340 padnpoid ‘s1x21 reonud enuangut jo djdures
STYI BururEeXs WO MEIP 01 [qE WE [ UOISNIUO0d A[UO oY,
“Aeam o3 Suore suondunsp
M3J M UII) OYI 0] IJPPOI Y3 WOY A[SSIIIOYS SIA0W
‘001 “1SLI02Y1 ST “WISIONUD JI3} PUE $Y00q S, USIP{IYd JO Jep
PUe pooyp[iys 3o 3da5u0d 19y U3amI2q uone[1I0d Fuons oy
sudso( ‘sapn >yads may £194 suonusw ays ySnoyife ‘siapeas
JU2DSI[OPE 3q Aj2Ims Isnut Jeym Joj Isoys 01 unok L1sa o
10y speuarew woy dFuer so[dwexs pajd s, UIISIIGO-YIUSY]

*JoARIpUd 2andnpoid
-13unod> pue popesy-3uoim A[e101 B SIWOd3q
9I0J3133 DTYM—WISDOUD JIMIBIN S UIP[TYD [[e
‘194 01 SupI032€ ‘st s puy ‘31 uodn paseq Juraq
s $9A19012d 9ys WD Y1 YPIm swidajqoid snouas
SEY 3Ys ‘pIy> I jo suoneluasaidar [esnud jo
Asemdoe o3 ypm swdpqoad snowss sey [oys| asnexsq

‘LIT A TIHD dnoi8 uoissnasip sruondapp oy
U0 3582 93 sazurewrwins AJdsud Jaswiry uewapoN] Sy "WSHRUD
2IMIBIAN]-S USIP[IYD JO AIPIeA Y3 OS[e INQ UONDY S, USIP[IYD
Jo Aupiqissod a3 A[uo 10u soBudiey> uIISIIQQ-NIUSIT
“I91[Te3 2PEIIP ® JO Y[ 350y 21ouym dn Sunpig “($661) P10
1VUONIILT 41 PUY WSIINIIAD) 2ANIVAINT S UIAP1IYD) “UIISIDGO
-JIUSY] UHEY 4Aq JOOq [EISISAOTIUOD PUE JUIIII € ST “UONdY
smuaAn( Jo Lrun renuasss oyl Inoqe Surdaide Inq ‘yoeoidde
s.uewPpoN woy wnndads oyl Jo pud 1o Iy Iy
¢ Buissnostp Apuaamd are sysuoayy
eyl sonsst 93 Jo Isowsr uodn SIYINOI saumsvIg “YOOQqIX

SJs|08Y| 8y} SepPDAT eInjoley] NPy BUNoA




Children’s Literature Association Quarterly

followed by a slightly more ardent one on page 204. The social
customs of Stolz’s 1951 suburban world, in which the
protagonist’s apron-clad mother greets her after school with a
silver pitcher of iced tea, then washes and buffs the pitcher and
carcfully stores it in a blue flannel bag, seem alien forty-odd
years later. Indeed, some well-known young adult books of the
late 1960s and the 1970s suffer from just the same kind of
obsolescence: though frequently taught in young adult litera-
ture courses as “relevant,” the older titles of Paul Zindel and
some other groundbreakers seem like historical novels to many
teenagers today. (“They talk like my mom,” one student said
revealingly of My Darling, My Hamburger [1969]; “she says
stufflike ‘groovy.””) Language, particularly dialogue, can date
ayoung adult book faster than anything clse. So, ironically, the
more accurate the portrayal of adolescent speech patterns, the
shorter will be the life span of that particular book’s “rel-
evance” to the present experience of teenaged readers,
Similarly, the evolution of taste in clothing, amusements,
drugs, and so on will have more direct impact on young adult
social realism than on children’s. Clothing matters to teens as
an outward symbol of their search for identity, and so clothes
usually figure in young adult fiction to a greater extent than in
children’s books. Alas, characters in bell-bottoms may not
appeal to the 1990s reader. Books in which a once-trendy drug
appears may scem irrelevant to those using its “designer”
cquivalent ten or fifteen years later. Legal developments can
affect teens more directly than their younger siblings; the
legalization of abortion and the rise in the legal drinking age
have made many young adult novels outdated. Because young
adult literature is marketed as, essentially, a disposable record of
a fleeting moment, the theory that accompanies it is more likely
to focus on social issues than on literary theory. Critics, under-
standably, find it more feasible to study the phenomena than to
analyze the books themselves, which are often read simply as
documents of an ever-changing adolescent social scene.
Finally, the threat of censorship to young adult books has
diverted the attention of many writers who might otherwise
theorize the field. It is difficult for scholars in children’s
literature to understand why their colleagues in the young
adult area focus on censorship so much. It is, after all, possible
todesign an entire children’s-literature course, or write a book
about children’s literature, or edit an issue of a children’s-
literature journal, without mentioning censorship. This is
simply not the case in the young adult book world. Every
textbook in the young adult field has an extensive section on
censorship; journals and newsletters in the field constantly
report censorship updates; and many scholars of young adult
literature spend time in court as expert witnesses, or prepare
material to assist others in doing so. The Winter 1993 issue of
The ALAN Review was devoted to articles on censorship, as
was the Fall 1994 issue of SIGNAL. A steady stream of articles
related to censorship continues to appear in English Journal
and in other journals with a focus on young adult books.

Why should this be so, particularly when YA books are
themselves, like children’s books, censored by publishers,
authors, and socictal expectations? Many books that speak
directly to the adolescent experience use language that some
adults do not like, mention experiences (especially sexual
experiences) that make some adults uncomfortable, and ex-
amine the possibility, at least, of serious challenges to author-
ity. These characteristics are not mecessarily found in the
majority of books for younger children (even though these
works may in fact be just as “subversive™). The children’s
books do not always involve ebvious taboos, but the YA ones
generally do. Nor are these taboos limited to “New Realism”
titles: increasingly, parents object to fantasies as well. Most

- scholars in the young adult field like the books they teach and

are willing to spend time and effort defending them. In these
circumstances, it is not entirely surprising that the same
scholars do not tend to concern themselves with theoretical
approaches to the books whose very right to existence they are
defending. To a general public that objects to the number of
times body parts are mentioned in The Chocolate War (an
actual instance), it is fruitless to offer a defense based on the
ideas of Michel Foucault—interesting though this might be as
aresponse. In other words, approaches to young adult books
are, for many scholars, conditioned more by “outside” (non-
academic) conditions thanis the case in other areas of children’s
literature. A picture-book scholar may or may not be an
apologist for the nude Mickey of In the Night Kitchen; just
about every teacher of young adult literature is an apologist for
the material.

Marketing and censorship, two external pressures on
young adult literature, help to explain the lack of theory but
do not entirely excuse it. The failure of young adult literature
specialists to confront the canon is equally significant; afterall,
the existence of a canon gives students and critics something
to focus on, and the more that is written on a relatively small
number of books, the more likely it is that some theoretical
criticism will emerge. In 1942 and 1967, the two frequently
proposed birthdates for adolescent literature, no one talked
much about a canon. As recently as 1976, when I entered the
field, the study of adolescent literature did not center on a
canon, in fact, it might not even focus on adolescent literature.
Instead, a course might deal primarily with methodology, or
review classic works that had adolescent characters or were
traditionally taught in high schools (A Separate Peace would
fit both of these categories), and might sometimes—briefly—
introduce what was called the “junior novel.” The only widely
available textbook, Stephen Dunning and Alan B. Howes’s
Literature for Adolescents, was significantly subtitled Teaching
Poems, Stories, Novels and Plays, it contained one chapter (out
of twenty) on the “junior book.” Not that Dunning and
Howes were ignorant of the field: Dunning had done a
pioneering dissertation on junior novels as early as 1959, had
edited a highly successful collection of poetry for adolescents,
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“Aiming the New Canon: Developing a Reader Friendly
Curriculum™:

This new canon will be considerably more open,
freed of its predecessor’s established and moldy
classics that taught students that reading is not only
difficult, but something one does only under duress.
It will be cosmopolitan and multi-ethnic. Instead of
representing only the traditional aristocratic works,
it will include a broad variety of literature, making
it infinitely more accessible and approachable to
students. (11)

In other words, one group of scholars (chiefly YA specialists
concerned with high school curricula) is working on the
inclusion of YA books in an existing canon of “classics,” while
another (people who teach in colleges, especially outside of
the secondary-education area) is considering the existence of
a canon composed entirely of YA books. Within the second
group, some are interested in a permanent canon, while others
cnvision one that is constantly changing.

Course development has proceeded in tandem with changes
in the canon: from no courses, to fairly standardized ones, to
awide variety. In the 1970s another coming of age took place
when many states began to require that education students
take a course in YA literaturc in order to be certified for
secondary school teaching. It was common for this course to
be assigned to a junior member of staff—not because it was less
desirable but because often no one on staff knew much about
the subject. So, like many others, I said goodbyc to the familiar
authors of my own ficld, the scventeenth century, and moved
hesitantly into the far stranger world of the Socs and Greasers,
of Edna Shinglebox and Marsh Mellow, of Jerry Renault and
Brother Leon and the rest. Colleagues and students partici-
pated inimpromptu discussions: coulda couple really conceive
ababyunderwater, as appears to happen in He'’s My Baby, Now?
(We decided that Charles and Daisy must have climbed onto
a convenient raft between sentences.) In The Contender, is it
plausible for Alfred’s employer, Mr. Epstein, to have boxed as
“Lightning Lou™? (For the time period, yes.) Would a boy
carry a raincoat to school to conceal possible erections as Tony
does in Then Again, Maybe I Won’s? (Opinions were divided.)
One colleaguc in another department was willing to borrow
books and comment on them—as long as I put them in his
mailbox in a plain envelope. Thus the carly teachers of YA
literature in colleges, the people from whom one might expect
the majority of YA criticism to emerge, spent much of their
time learning the field as they went along and introducing and
justifying it to other professionals. People who do not yet have
a firm grip on their material, and who feel that other academics
do not understand or value it, are unlikely to produce theoreti-
cally oriented criticism.

Those days are gone. Today we scc a group of trained
people—the older ones trained in the trenches but, atany rate,

trained by now, the young ones trained in varied and challeng-
ing programs, cither in English departments or in schools of
education or library science. Some courses focus on classroom
applications of YA literature, others on the criticism of this
body of work as if it were, say, metaphysical poetry, others
(including mine) on a variety of topics. Beginning in the mid-
1980s there has been a choice of several textbooks, from the
relatively literary Donelson and Nilsen to Arthea (Charlic)
Reed’s aptly named Reaching Adolescents: The Young Adult
Book and the School (1985) to Jean E. Brown and Elaine C.
Stephens’s recent offering, also classroom-oriented, Teacking
Young Adult Literature: Sharing the Connection (1995).
Today’s students come from a variety of disciplines, not just

. secondary education; few expect an casy grade. Today’s teach-

ers of YA courses have learned their field, have justified their
existence, and can now go on toward theory if they wish.

The persistent connection between YA literature courses
and high school certification, however, continues to exert a
strong influence toward “applied” criticism, particularly with
reference to the use of YA books in the high school classroom.
Since the main rationale for the existence of YA courses (in
terms of enrollment) usually rests upon secondary certification
requirements, the mindset of a YA class—even ifthe instructor,
like me, does not cover classroom applications—remains reso-
lutely pragmatic. English department instructors of YA litera-
ture, too, tend to think that most theory, with the possible
cxception of psychological theory, is less relevant here than it
isin other upper-level courses. In most cases, the mindset of the
class affects the instructor outside the class also, and his or her
criticism is thus influenced toward praxis, away from theory. In
this regard, YA instructors are probably in the position of
children’s-literature instructors ten to twenty years ago.

The YA journals, however, have not remained unchanged
in the last twenty years. In the mid- to late 1970s, a small band
of dedicated scholars promoted adolescent literature in a few
journals. Donelson’s support for YA books in the Arizona
English Bulletin included two special issues, onc in 1972 and
one in 1976, as well as numerous individual articles. Like the
Arizona journal, a special issue of the Texas Tech Journal of
Education in 1980 featured some of the most influential
names in the field: Mike Angelotti, Dwight Burton, Theodore
Hipple, Don Gallo, and others.

The two most important journals came from NCTE: the
venerable English Journaland The ALAN Review. The found-
ing of the latter marked still another coming of age for
adolescent literature. In the journal’s early days, many articles
were cither much-needed reviews, classroom applications, or
aggressive advocacy, sometimes mixed with cries ofagony. In
the Fall 1979 issue of The ALAN Review, a fledgling journal
that had not yet developed a cover and that at that time
abbreviated itself inclegantly as TAR, two of the three lead
articles are Angelotti’s “Will There Be an Adolescent Litera-
ture in the 21st Century?” and Ellen Lewis’s “Teachers in
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Further, different professions publish in different journals,
so this fragmentation may not be rectified in print. Academics
usually read (and publish in) The ALAN Review, Children’s
Literature, The Lion and the Unicorn, the Children’s Literature
Association Quarterly, and Children’s Literature in Education,
or perhaps in English Journal or Journal of Children’s Litera-
tureif their interests include classroom application. Except for
VOYA (Voice of Youth Advocates) and Horn Book, however,
most reviewing sources and marketplace publications go un-
read by academics—who are thus deprived of useful informa-
tion from the Bulletin of the Center for Children’s Books, School
Library Journal, Booklist, Publishers Weekly, and the late la-
mented Wilson Library Bulletin. Similarly, the reading-oriented
SIGNAL, Bookbird, and Five Owls have helpful articles often
unknown to academics outside of library schools.

Not only the reviewing media, but the professional library
journals, as well, contain wonderful materials that academics
need to know about. For instance, in June 1994, Cart deliv-
ered a speech at the YALSA preconference in Miami. (YALSA,
short for Young Adult Library Services Association, is a
subgroup of the American Library Association.) Cart’s speech,
“Of Risk and Revolution: The Current State of Young Adult
Literature,” was published in the Winter 1995 issue of the
Journal of Youth Services in Libraries, an ALA journal spon-
sored jointly by YALSA and the Association for Library Service
to Children (ALSC). In it he assesses the field’s publishing
status, critical conditions, and relation to its young readership.
Ranging over some fifty sources, from Italo Calvino to a
singing group called the Disposable Heroes of Hiphoprisy,
the piece is the most significant overview I have seen in several
years. Sadly, however, few academics read JOTS; and, since it
is indexed in Library Literature, Library and Information
Science Abstracts, and Current Index to Journals in Education
(CIJE), many MLA-oriented academics will not learn about
the article through their normal search techniques either.®
Conversely, that many of the library journals use either the
thirteenth or the fourteenth edition of the Chicago Manual of
Style for documentation may deter MLA-trained scholars from
contributing to them, as it is time-consuming to change from
one system to another.

Why does any of this matter? As T have argued, knowledge
of numerous texts is especially important to YA scholars and
librarians, and their journals can help to provide that knowl-
edge. (And possibly, as a member of YALSA and ALSC and a
referee for JOYS, I am biased.) Further, I suggest, theoretical
criticism does not come out of nowhere. A good grasp of what
is going on generally in a field makes the leap to theory
possible. A wider angle of information is needed than that
which most academic practitioners now enjoy.

Young adult practitioners in the United States have also
been handicapped by a sort of myopic nationalism. Though
several journals have steadfastly combatted this tendency by
publishing quality surveys of YA books from other countries—

nearly every issue of The ALAN Review in 1979-80 contains
one such article—there is a widespread assumption that YA
literature is, somehow, peculiarly “American” (meaning from
the United States, as some YA critics seem oddly unaware of
the existence of Canada, not to mention Mexico and South
America). Books from Britain are underrepresented, and the
fact that Chambers, John Rowe Townsend, Josephine Kamm,
and others were active in this field very early is not widely
known.” Peter Hollindale, one of the pioneering academics
who fought to make the study of children’s and young adult
literature acceptable in Britain, recently provided an overview
of what he calls the “adolescent novel of ideas,” a thoughtful
account that balances texts from both sides of the Adantic,

- highlighting those by LeGuin and Peter Dickinson. How

many YA critics in the U.S. would take a similarly balanced
view? How many would have heard of one of Hollindale’s
examples, Kamm’s Young Mother, which predates The Outsid-
ers by two years?

I suspect that a high percentage of YA scholars received
their training in American literature—or in “English Educa-
tion,” which is also strong in U.S. texts. Many children’s-
literature scholars whom I know, by contrast, come from
backgrounds in British or comparative literature, especially in
the Renaissance and Victorian periods. The geographic clus-
tering of YA scholars in the U.S. and the narrowly American
basis that often marks their training, factors that can some-
times make YA professionals seem more provincial than their
children’s-literature counterparts, is beginning to close, thanks
to the Internet. Discussion groups to which I belong include
contributors from Australia and Finland, as well as the U.S,,
Canada, and Great Britain. This diversity will, surely, help to
broaden the outlook of scholar and student alike. Until more
people have access to online groups, though, some provincial-
ism will persist.

Will the theoretical criticism of YA literature ever reach
the standard already seen in children’s-literature criticism?
Perhaps not. It seems unlikely that this turbulent field will ever
produce such criticism in quantity; its roots were formed in
other soil. Individual exceptions, such as the Myszor article,
will continue to appear. They will probably cluster around a
few YA authors: Cormier, Garner, and so on. Excellent articles
using the traditions of historical criticism, of popular culture,
and of reader-response theory will also continue to appear—
many of them very scholarly indeed, though not “theoretical”
in the manner of Myszor. Theorists who cover the wider field
of children’s literature may well begin to consider the separate
problems of YA books and address these directly; the increas-
ingly sophisticated examination of picture books provides a
recent analogy.

Reference books pertaining specifically to YA books and
authors have already caught up to the high standard of their
counterparts in children’s literature, as signified by recent fine
offerings from Beacham, Salem, and St. James. The fact that
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